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FOUR LETTERS OP RACINE 

Pour of Racine's letters, privately owned in England, have re- 
mained either unnoticed or unauthenticated by his editors. Their 
existence in the possession of Alfred Morrison was noted by the 
Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts * as early as 1883, 
some years before Mesnard's definitive edition of Racine. By writ- 
ing to the Commission, I learned that the Morrison manuscripts 
are now at Sotheby's and will shortly be offered there for sale. It 
is to be hoped that when this happens the purchaser will allow the 
letters to be examined and their authenticity finally determined. 
In the uncertainty, however, of this event, especially if they con- 
tinue to be overlooked by Romance scholars, I wish to call attention 
to the existence of these letters and to the information that can now 
be had with regard to them. 

Three of them receive scant notice from the Commission. The 
first is dated April 30th, 1691, " au Camps [Camp] deuant Mans 
[Mons] ." It may have been addressed to Boileau, to whom Racine 
wrote from this place on the third of the same month. 2 If the date 
is correct, it shows that Racine lingered at the camp after the cap- 
ture of the town on the 8th and the King's departure for Versailles 
four days later. The other two are addressed to Racine's sister, 
Mile Riviere, at La Ferte-Milon. One was sent from Versailles 
" ce 22 Feurier," the other from Paris " ce jour des Cendres." The 
term Mademoiselle could, of course, be applied at this time to a 
married woman of the middle class. It is regularly used by Racine 
in addressing his sister after her marriage, although he writes to 
his wife as Madame. 3 As Racine's sister was not married till June 
1676, the letters must have been written between that year and 
1699, date of the poet's death. They may, perhaps, have been 
despatched in the winter of 1697, for no other letters addressed to 
her between January and May of that year are extant, although 
Racine writes in the latter month as if she then received letters 

1 Ninth Report, Part n, p. 462, London, 1883. 

2 P. Mesnard, (Euvres de J. Racme (Grands Ecrivains edition). Paris, 
Hachette, 1870, vn, 15. 

''Ibid., vir, 31. 
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from him quite frequently, using the phrase 4 " quoique vous n'ayez 
pas eu de mes nouvelles depuis quinze jours." 

The remaining letter, addressed to " Madame Racine, rue des 
Macons, proche la Sorbonne, a Paris," is quoted as follows : 

" An quesnoy le 16 e May 1692. Je vous escrivis hier de Catteau 
Cambresis. Nous sommes arriuez a [a] nos quartiers du Quesnoy 
ou j'ay a [a] peine le temps de vous escrire vn mot, et comme je 
vous le mandois nous parlon[s] demain de Valenciennes pour le 
Camps [Camp] de Geuries pres de Mons oil est le rendez-vous des 
armees de Plandre. Les [dames] qu'on laisse icy ont tesenoigne 
[tesmoigne] desirer de suivre le Roy au Camp, ce qui a beaucoup 
diverty Sa Majeste. Nous serons encore a quinze lieues de Namur 
ou [ou] nous arriverons vraysembla[ble]ment le 25 de ce mois. 
On vient d'amene[r] au Roy deux manieres de paisans qui estoient 
sortis de Mons avec des lettres de l'ennemy qui y a des intelligences. 
Ces lettres portent que la Ville de Namur peut tenir plusieurs mois 
contre les forces du Roy. Mais cela n'est nullement vraysemblable, 
et la Campagne ne sera point longue. Escriuez a [a] vostre Prere 
touchent [touchant] vostre fermier. Adieu raon cher coeur, em- 
brasse tes enfans pour moy, et donne moy souuent des nouuelles de 
nostre fils. Qu'il travaille et se mette en estat de viure en honneste 
homme. Adieu, a demain — Racine." 

The facts stated in this letter are confirmed by the author's cor- 
respondence and by the journal of Dangeau. The letter written to 
Mme Racine from Cateau-Cambresis states 5 that next day Racine 
will be at Le Quesnoy, the ladies of the court will be left there, 
and the following day he will be at the camp near Mons. Dangeau 
tells of the King's dining near Le Quesnoy on the 16th and pro- 
mising the ladies to take them to Mons and show them his army. 
On May 17th he states that Louis has chosen a site for his camp at 
" Givry sur la Trouille a deux lieues de Mons," from which place 
Racine, who spells it " Oevries," writes 7 to Boileau on May 21st. 
On the 31st he dated a letter 8 from the " camp devant Namur," 
which town, according to his prediction, held out only till June 5th, 
its Chateau till June 30th. What he writes to his wife about her 
farmer and her children resembles closely expressions in his letter 8 
of May loth. Similar phrases are found in other letters of 

1 Ibid., vn, 172. 'Ibid., vn, 29. 

6 Journal, cited by Mesnard, op. tit,, vn, 32, 33. 

' Ibid., vii, 33. "Ibid., vn, 39. • Ibid., vn, 29, 31. 
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Eacine. 10 There would seem to be no reason, therefore, to doubt 
the authenticity of this document, but Mesnard, misled, as I believe, 
by an abbreviated copy of it, would have it otherwise. 

In 1844 Aime-Martin lx published a letter from Eacine to his 
wife which runs as follows: 

"Au Quesnoy, le 16 mars. 

'Je vous ecrivis hier de Cateau-Cambresis ; nous sommes ar- 
rives a nos quartiers, et, comme je vous le mandois, nous partons 
demain pour le camp devant Mons. 

'Les dames qu'on laisse ici ont temoigne le desir de suivre le 
roi au camp; ce qui a beaucoup rejoui Sa Majeste. On vient 
d'amener au roi deux manieres de paysans, qui etoient sortis de 
Mons avec des lettres de 1'ennemi. Ces lettres portent que la ville 
peut tenir plusieurs mois contre les forces du roi, mais cela est 
peu vraisemblable, et la campagne ne sera point longue. 

' ficrivez a votre frere touchant votre fermier. Adieu, mon cher 
coeur; embrasse tes enfants pour moi, et donne-moi souvent des 
nouvelles de notre fils. Qu'il travaille et se mette en etat de vivre 
et honnete homme. Adieu, a demain." 

Mesnard 12 cites this letter only to attempt to prove it a forgery. 
He argues that the date is incorrect, as Mons was not besieged till 
after March 16th, 1691, and that no ladies from the court followed 
the Mons campaign. But these objections do not hold with regard 
to the Morrison copy of the letter, for there it is not a question of 
the siege of Mons in 1691, but of Namur in May, 1692. Mesnard 
is suspicious of "donne-moi souvent des nouvelles de notre fils" 
because in his letter of May 15th Eacine had written, " ecris-moi 
souvent ou lui," but this is surely not a serious argument against 
the authenticity of the letter. 'He also points out three cases of 
resemblance in style between this and other letters of Eacine, sug- 
gesting that the letter published by Aime-Martin is a series of 
phrases imitated from these other letters. Such resemblances are, 
however, no proof of forgery. It is unnecessary to point out that 
a man frequently uses the same form of expression when repeating 
an idea. Such phrases tend, as a matter of fact, to confirm a letter's 
authenticity. 

10 IUd., vii, 18, " deux manieres de paysans," " ces lettres portoient que 
la place ne pouvoit plus tenir"; 31, "adieu, mon cher coeur"; 125, "se 
mettre en £tat de vivre en honnete homme." 

u CEuvres oompUtes de J. Raome, Paris, Lefevre, 1844, vi, 415. 

a Op. oit., vn, 32. 
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So convinced was Mesnard, however, of the spurious nature of 
the document that, when he read 13 in a catalogue of 1854 that there 
would be offered for sale an autograph letter from Racine to his 
wife, dated " Au Quesnoy, le 16 mai 1692 " and containing the 
phrases, " Nous partons demain pour le camp de Gevries, pres de 
Mons, ou est le rendez-vous des armies de Flandre " and " Namur 
ne peut tenir contre les forces du Boi," he took it to be merely a 
new copy " adroitement corrigee " of the supposed forgery pub- 
lished by Aime-Martin. The letter thus referred to in this cata- 
logue of the Chassiron sale he apparently did not see. It is highly 
probable that it is the copy which subsequently crossed the Channel, 
for the phrases quoted closely resemble passages in the Morrison 
letter. 

As I have already said, an examination of the manuscripts will 
show whether they are written in Eacine's hand. Until such an 
examination is made, we must rely upon the preponderance of our 
evidence, which points clearly to the genuineness of the letters in 
the Morrison collection. The document published by Aim6-Martin 
is an abbreviated and otherwise incorrect copy of one of these. 

H. Carrington Lancaster. 

Amherst College. 
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